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UM LANDS GRANT TO HELP RESERVATION SCHOOLS 
MISSOULA -
The University of Montana has been awarded a $3 million grant to help boost the quality 
of teacher education at reservation schools across Big Sky Country.
The three-year U.S. Department of Education grant will fund Project LETTERS, which 
stands for Literacy Education and Teacher Training for Excellent Reservation Schools.
The project architects are Jan La Bonty and Marian McKenna -  two professors of literacy 
studies in UM’s Department of Curriculum and Instruction in the School of Education. They said 
Project LETTERS will recruit, support and prepare highly qualified teachers in reading and 
literacy, as well as provide extra course work in American Indian studies and technology.
In addition, the project will develop teacher mentoring systems within those reservation 
schools and implement a literacy curriculum that is culturally and locally responsive. And, of 
course, it will evaluate project results.
“This is the first grant of its type to be awarded in Montana,” McKenna said. “Our 
primary goal is to recruit education students from the tribal colleges and paraprofessionals from 
the reservation schools. Once they finish our program, we want them to go back to the 
reservation, teach there and hopefully remain for many years.”
-more-
La Bonty said that while Project LETTERS will actively seek out budding Native 
educators -  especially paraprofessionals already teaching in tribal schools -  current UM 
education students of all races will be recruited to work on the reservations.
“Reservation schools face challenges, but they also have some great advantages,” La 
Bonty said. “Salaries are among the best in the state. They have technology and great support for 
faculty. Our students just need to stretch the boundaries of what they think they want to try.”
McKenna said a key component of the project is designing curriculum about Montana 
Indians, which could be a big step toward fulfilling mandates of the state’s constitutionally 
required Indian Education for All Act. This curriculum may eventually diffuse to all Montana 
schools and perhaps other states.
“When we design this curriculum, we will need a lot of help from our American Indian 
partners to do it,” McKenna said. “They have a lot to teach us so we in turn here at the University 
can teach our teachers.”
Eighty-five percent of the grant will fund student teachers or student support for schools. 
“Because our state is so spread out,” La Bonty said, “asking people to come here from the Crow 
or Cheyenne reservations without giving financial support is ridiculous.” Mentor teachers on the 
reservation also will get $500 in funding to include UM students in their classrooms.
La Bonty said student teachers in Project LETTERS will be expected to do service- 
learning projects to enhance their communities. An example would be planting a garden of native 
plants for science education. Students will come up with ideas for their projects using input from 
elders, students and community members.
La Bonty said the grant will fund five UM student teachers working in tribal schools this 
spring, and at least 10 students from tribal colleges, reservations and the Veterans Upward Bound
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Program will transfer to UM next summer and fall using Project LETTERS funding.
McKenna said UM already has an infrastructure in place to help Native students from 
small reservation communities succeed on campus. These include American Indian Student 
Services and the Kyi-Yo Native American Student Association, among others. Many campus 
units also have Indian groups in them, such as American Indian Business Leaders in the School 
of Business Administration and WaYaWa in the School of Education.
McKenna said they started working on the grant proposal for the project in 2004. It was 
approved for funding in 2005, but the financing didn’t become available until last summer.
She said the project will be guided by an advisory board of tribal members and local 
community members. Missoula-area and reservation teachers will mentor students in Project 
LETTERS, and the entire Montana-wide project will be linked together via Vision Net, a 
technology that allows program participants in different towns to talk face to face in real time. 
Every reservation college will be equipped with Vision Net.
La Bonty and McKenna will tour all Montana reservations to describe Project LETTERS 
and the financial aid and other resources it offers. They hope to get a lot of input in how to make 
the project a success.
“People on reservations say they want people who are really committed about coming 
home to teach,” La Bonty said. “We had a UM professor who did a study of reservation students, 
and she found they don’t say things like they want to make a lot of money. Instead, they want to 
come back and help their people. We have to support that.”
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